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SWEDENBORG. 



The disciples of Emanuel Swedenborg make great efforts to 
spread the doctrines of their teacher. Naturally they lay chief 
stress on his religious opinions : partly because they interest a 
larger circle of people, partly because they are regarded as more 
important, and partly, we surmise, because they are more 
manageable, on the score of bulk and expense. But for the limi- 
tation of interest which attends all technical work, it would, on 
many accounts, seem wiser to approach Swedenborg from the 
scientific side. For here his base is secure, and his spiritual con- 
clusions are distinctly foreshadowed, if not openly suggested. In 
fact, to us, the mystery of Swedenborg is as deep on the material 
as on the spiritual side, if not deeper. It is claimed, and appa- 
rently on solid grounds, by men who ought to know, that he was 
a scientific prodigy, a combination of Euclid, Copernicus, Laplace, 
Vesalius, G-alen, Boerhaave, Harvey, Oken, Goethe, and whomso- 
ever else may have been distinguished among explorers, discover- 
ers, inventors ; that he anticipated the nebular hypothesis, the 
circulation of the blood, the translatory motion of the stellar uni- 
verse, the identity of lightning and electricity, the modern science 
of crystallography; that he was the first to introduce into 
Sweden the differential and integral calculus ; that he invented 
the principle of the air-tight stove; that he was familiar with 
astronomy, cosmogony, geology, mineralogy, metallurgy, anato- 
my, physiology, chemistry, mathematics, mechanics ; that he was 
a master of many languages, ancient and modern ; a poet, a meta- 
physician, a financier, a man of letters. And, with all this, his 
eminence in the scientific world is but dimly and grudgingly 
recognized. How shall this be explained ? The honors that were 
tendered to him, the admission of his vast services by contem- 
poraries, only make the riddle more perplexing. He is in any 
event a marvel and a prodigy. His scientific works number 
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more than sixty, yet his "Animal Kingdom," one of the most 
remarkable of them, excited surprise in England, apparently for 
the first time, in 1844, seventy-two years after his death ; and the 
"Principia Rerum Naturalium" waited for recognition longer 
than that ; and even yet, more than a century after his decease, 
his title to rank among the great names of science is put forward 
cautiously as a novelty, and usually by men who regard him as 
otherwise a harmless lunatic. That, after this, his spiritual pre- 
tensions should be challenged is not surprising. 

The truth appears to be that Swedenborg was mystical even in 
his chief scientific writings. He adopted an " identity-theory," an 
hypothesis of one all-pervading principle, which imparted 
an air of assumption to his speculations. He spoke with 
authority, less as an investigator than as a seer. And this made 
easy the passage from scientific to religious thought. The gulf 
between the two spheres was narrower than is commonly supposed. 
In fact, there was no gulf ; no break even. The mystic simply 
proceeded from one form of communication to another — from the 
world of matter to the world of spirit, always holding the same 
clue to knowledge, namely: the doctrine of the divine immanence. 
This, perhaps, made scientific men more indifferent to his claims 
than they otherwise would have been ; and this gave the expres- 
sion of vacancy to his countenance which it wears in the portraits 
that we see, and which must date from the scientific period. 

Somewhat more than a year ago, a "memorial," signed by 
ninety-four persons, mostly belonging to societies of good 
standing, and representing a much larger number (possibly 
more than two thousand), " receivers of the heavenly doctrines 
in this country," was presented to the General Convention, 
asking in courteous language, strengthened by citations from 
the writings of Swedenborg himself, that "the attitude of the 
organized new church may no longer continue to be one of 
seeming antagonism or conscious superiority to other religious 
bodies, but rather one of modest self-appreciation, and kindly, 
fraternal recognition of other Christians." The memorial was 
published in the Convention's "Journal of Proceedings for 
1880," was noticed by the "New Jerusalem Magazine" (not 
favorably), and was quietly dismissed. The inference is, that 
the controlling powers in the New Church cling to the exclusive 
system, perhaps fearing lest a removal of barriers might cause 
their alleged peculiarity to disappear. In this apprehension 
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they may be wise, for a suspicion is abroad that, whatever our 
views respecting Swedenborg, Swedenborgianism, as a form of 
religious institution, has outlived its excuse for being. 

And this, for the very reason that it was originally so noble. 
It is closely associated with some things which have passed 
away, because their work was done. Mr. John Humphrey 
Noyes, author of the "History of American Socialisms," not 
too ingeniously, yet with evident design, associates Sweden- 
borgianism with Fourierism, Brook Farm, Transcendentalism, 
the type of Individualism represented by Emerson, Margaret 
Fuller, F. H. Channing, whose thoughts stirred expectant souls 
forty years ago. The suggestion is tempting, and might be 
made to yield food for reflection. Suppose the association to be 
valid. "What follows 1 Fourierism has disappeared ; Brook Farm 
is gone ; Transcendentalism, as a system of philosophy, has had 
its day ; Individualism, as then expounded, is on the wane ; why 
should Swedenborgianism, the other branch of the same vine, 
survive? 

That the writings of the Swedish seer abound in great 
thoughts, deep, inspiring, generous, penetrating, regenerating, 
quite worthy to be celebrated, or even to be ascribed to angelic 
origin, is gratefully on every side admitted, though the appeal to 
celestial communications, as clinching the statements of truth, 
adds nothing either in the way of evidence or conclusiveness, 
but rather weakens the force of the idea. The power of the 
thought Hes in its accord with the natural instinct of the heart. 
The angelic narratives serve at best only to illustrate it, and they 
do that feebly. The seraphic quality of the revelation turns the 
so-called " proof " into an impertinence. The claim to " angelic" 
authentication is really a drag on the doctrine. Explain the 
alleged communications with another world as we will, on the 
physiological theory of a disturbed brain, or on the psychological 
theory of an opened vision, it still must be asserted that they 
add little or nothing to the truths announced. 

The doctrine was little short of a new gospel when it was 
delivered. None but a true prophet could have announced such 
truths in that generation. I name only the most searching: 
That there is but one life, and that life from the Lord; that 
Satan has no substantial being or existence; that there is no 
principle of evil ; that heaven and hell are both from the same 
source; that no man is born predestinated to hell; that heaven, 
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removes hell in man ; that true religion consists in love to God 
and love to man ; that the sacraments are signs; that the church 
is representative. Such are a few of the divine commonplaces 
which are scattered up and down the pages of Swedenborg's 
writings, recurring again and again with a colorless monotony 
that soon becomes tiresome, and with a sober-sidedness of state- 
ment which deprives them of effect. It was probably the simple, 
undemonstrative, prosaic, child-like mode in which they were set 
forth that prevented their recognition. 

For, at the time they were uttered, more than a hundred 
years ago, they were nothing less than revolutionary, portending 
the overthrow of the reigning systems of theology and eccle- 
siasticism. The clergy protested. By Swedenborg's own calm 
confessions, unimpassioned and impersonal, the state of religion 
in the community about him must have been deplorable. In 
such formalism and literalism it is hard to believe. For ex- 
ample, he says : " The man of the church at this day knows 
scarcely anything about heaven or hell, nor yet about his own 
life after death." " No one has known what was meant by ' the 
clouds of heaven.' Men have believed that he (the Lord) would 
come in them in person." " Then the bishop, looking at me, said : 
'My conception of the matter was, and still is, that God the 
Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost sit in the center 
of heaven upon magnificent and lofty seats or thrones, — God the 
Father on a throne of pure gold, with a scepter in his hand ; God 
the Son at his right hand on a throne of purest silver, with a 
crown on his head ; and God the Holy Ghost near them on a 
throne of dazzling crystal, with a dove in his hand ; and that 
round about them, in triple order, gleam hanging lamps made of 
precious stones; while at a distance from this circle stand in- 
numerable angels, all worshiping and glorifying. And, more- 
over, that God the Father continually talks with his Son about 
those who are to be justified, and between themselves they judge 
and determine who on earth are worthy to be received by them 
among the angels, and crowned with eternal life ; while God the 
Holy Spirit, at the hearing of their names, immediately traverses 
the whole earth to find them, bearing with him gifts of right- 
eousness, as so many proofs of salvation for the justified ; and 
the instant he approaches and breathes upon them he disperses 
their sins, as a ventilator drives the smoke from a furnace and 
cleanses it. He also removes the stony hardness of their hearts, 
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and gives them the tenderness of flesh, and, at the same time, 
renovates their spirits or minds, and regenerates them, giving 
them infantile faces. Finally, he seals them in the forehead 
with the sign of the cross, and calls them the elect, and sons of 
God.'" "With some there is a fear and consequent anxiety 
abont hell-fire, while scarcely any one is troubled about his sins 
and the consequent just anger of God. But we confessors have 
cured those by teaching that Christ took away damnation by the 
passion of the cross, and so extinguished hell-fire and opened heaven 
to those who are blessed with the faith on which is inscribed the 
imputation of the merit of the Son of God." " At length they 
went so far as to attest that they might be saved by faith alone, — 
whereby they meant their doctrinals, if they only believed them, 
— without any respect to their lives." Of the Romish church 
and its rulers Swedenborg says terrible things, which we will 
not quote, for few of this generation will believe they could be 
warranted. 

In an atmosphere like this, wherein all the religious organ- 
izations in Christendom looked utterly corrupt, entirely destitute 
of the Master's spirit, and quite wanting in the rational appre- 
hension of truth, the doctrines of Swedenborg must have shown 
with light as from another sun. But in our age they have become 
religious truisms. "We hear them enunciated from all more or 
less liberal pulpits. They form the burden of popular preaching. 
Mr. B. F. Barrett, one of the most enlightened and zealous Swe- 
denborgians of our day, takes pains to record his opinion on 
this point in the following emphatic language, which is copied 
with his own italics : " It is a great mistake to imagine that the 
pulpit of to-day dwells often, or lays the chief emphasis, on doc- 
trines which are directly contrary to the principles of the New 
Church. Far oftener, and with much stronger emphasis, does it 
dwell on the fundamentals of the New Church — love td the Lord 
and charity toward the neighbor. The burden of its teaching is not 
what it was in the middle of the last century — the tripersonality 
of God, a vicarious atonement, the resurrection of the material 
body, and salvation by faith alone — however these may occasion- 
ally crop out." The theologians of pur time are exerting them- 
selves to abolish the devil, to damp down the fires of hell, to 
interpret the scriptures rationally, to show harmony in all the 
works of creation, to exhibit the blending of humanity and divin- 
ity in Christ, to establish a rationale of sin and redemption, to 
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spiritualize prayer, to maintain the essential accord of philosophy 
and faith. The attractive preachers of every denomination 
declare that religion is not a creed, but a life. Controversy 
avoids the old fields. Apologists have abandoned the defense of 
ancient dogmas, and fallen back on new lines of exposition. The 
writer of these pages was called a Swedenborgian thirty years 
ago, before he had read a line of Swedenborg"s writings, simply 
on account of his sympathy with certain ideas, then new, since 
the common property even of evangelical preachers. They who 
insist on the importance of keeping up a distinct organization on 
the basis of Swedenborg's views are obliged, it seems to us, to 
exaggerate peculiarities which had better be allowed to dis- 
appear. 

The chief theological tenet of Swedenborg is his theory of 
scripture — the doctrine of hidden senses in the "Word. But 
the substance of this theory is very old, and was devised 
originally as a means of escape from what were regarded as 
stumbling-blocks in the literal sense. Swedenborg did much to re- 
duce the doctrine to systematic form, and his disciples have done 
more to reduce his reduction to a senseless formality by stopping 
where he stopped, and accepting his suggestions as dogmatic 
rules. Some have thought that, had he lived to see the results of 
scientific criticism of the biblical literature, he might never have 
laid the emphasis on his doctrine that he did — perhaps might 
never have tried to formulate it. But it is doubtful whether he 
would have kept himself informed of the results of biblical 
criticism. Swedenborg was, in most respects, outwardly, an old- 
fashioned man, simple, child-like, unsophisticated, uncritical, in- 
genuous, believing; an impersonal, unambitious, devout man; 
a seer rather than a thinker ; not a reader of many religious 
books, or deferential to the writers of books ; an interior, brood- 
ing man, unconscious of much that went on in the intellectual 
world about him, and, so far as is known, independent of con- 
temporary assistance. " Piety," to use his own language, "con- 
sists in thinking and speaking piously, spending much time in 
prayer, behaving humbly at that time, frequenting temples, and 
attending devoutly to the preaching there, often receiving the 
sacrament of the Supper every year, and in performing the other 
parts of worship according to the ordinances of the church." 
" Prayer, considered in itself," he says elsewhere, " is discourse 
with God ; and there is then a certain internal intuition of those 
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things which are the objects of prayer, corresponding to which 
there is something like influx into the mind's perception or 
thought of him who prays ; so that there is a kind of opening 
of the man's interior toward God. . . . Hence it is that to 
pray, in the internal sense, signifies to be created." These last 
passages are from the " Arcana Celestia," a work devoted to 
the exposition of the interior sense of the Word. The writer of 
them would not be likely to care much for the methods of biblical 
criticism. The inspiration of scripture is simply assumed by 
master and disciples alike — the former living when it was not 
seriously called in question, and making the dogma tributary to 
his doctrine of divine influx, the latter living when the tenet is 
under vehement discussion, and accepting the seer's glances as 
dicta of revelation. It must be owned that to the worldly sense 
the holy oil of the mystic has a rancid flavor when bottled up in 
a " Dictionary of Correspondences." 

Certain it is that Swedenborg's interpretation of individual 
portions of scripture will not be accepted by any modern school 
of scholarship. "We give two or three examples taken from " The 
Swedenborg Library," an excellent condensation, carefully pre- 
pared by Mr. B. F. Barrett, and accepted as authentic by his 
fellow believers. The shortest have been selected, as occupying 
the least space. "The Lord as to the Divine Human is called 
' The Son of God,' and as to the Word < The Son of Man.' " " That 
the Lord fulfilled in the world all things of the Word, even to the 
smallest particulars of it, is evident from these his own words : 
Verily, I say unto you, till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one 
tittle shall in no wise pass from the Law till all be fulfill ed." 
After quoting Isaiah lxiii., 1-9, he comments thus: "These 
things are concerning the combats of the Lord against the hells. 
By the 'apparel' in which he was glorious and which was 'red' 
is meant the Word, to which violence was done by the Jewish 
people." " In general, the prophets represented the Word in the 
ultimate sense, which is the sense of the letter, by ' a vesture of 
hair' ; wherefore Elijah was clothed with such a vesture, and was 
girded with a leathern girdle about his loins, likewise John the 
Baptist." " We read in Isaiah : ' In that day shall there be a high- 
way out of Egypt to Assyria, and the Assyrian shall come into 
Egypt and the Egyptian into Assyria ; and the Egyptians shall 
war with the Assyrians. In that day shall Israel be the third 
with Egypt and Assyria, even a blessing in the midst of the land.' 
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In the spiritual sense this means that, at the time of the Lord's 
advent, the scientific, the rational, and the spiritual shall make 
one, and that then the scientific shall be subservient to the rational, 
and both to the spiritual; for Egypt signifies what is scientific, 
Assyria what is rational, and Israel what is spiritual. That day, 
twice mentioned, means the first and second advent of the Lord." 
" Evidently, therefore, in the "Word alone there is spirit and life, 
as the Lord says : ' The words that I speak unto you they are spirit 
and they are life.' " " That it was the Lord who was seen by 
Abraham, he himself teaches in John viii., 56 ; that it was he, 
also, who was seen by the rest is evident from the Lord's words 
in John i., 18 ; v., 37." He cites EzeMel, Daniel, the author of 
the Apocalypse, and others equally disjoined in time and circum- 
stance, to prove that the objects which appear to the angels in 
heaven are, for the most part, like the things on earth, but in 
form more perfect and in number more abundant. All this 
evinces an absolute innocence of the first principles of exegesis, 
a hopeless state of imbecility in regard to the primary rules of 
natural interpretation, an utter disregard of obvious meanings, 
that would drive a commentator wild. Until Swedenborg's doc- 
trine of the Word can be reduced to a harmonious and consistent 
form, which shall not only be self-evidencing, but shall also detach 
the scriptures from all other mythical, allegorical, prophetical lit- 
erature to which successive layers of meaning have been ascribed, 
it must remain a curious but unverified monument of spiritual 
ingenuity. At present, it is but one of several attempts to main- 
tain the inspiration of the Bible on rational grounds — the best 
and most important of them, but still only an attempt. 

It should be added that the literal sense of scripture is, 
according to Swedenborg, fallacious or deceptive in appearance 
only, not in reality. In fact, it may be all-sufficient to one who 
has in him the root of faith. Since the Lord is the Word, it 
must be perfect in holiness and power. Only, the divine truth 
which constitutes doctrine appears to none but those who are in 
a state of enlightenment from the Lord. Hence the obvious 
sense cannot be accepted as final without interpretation. He 
that has the Lord has the key, but one must go to the Lord for 
it. The external, literal sense is for man ; the internal, spiritual 
sense is " for the heavens"; and as the Word stands on earth for 
the divine truth, which proceeds from the Lord himself, one 
must approach the letter from the side of the spirit. 
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Thus far we have failed to find any peculiarity which might 
justify Swedenborgians in maintaining a separate church organi- 
zation. They have no peculiarity to build upon as a foundation, 
and they cannot convict the other churches of Christendom of 
such apostacy as condemns them to extinction. If, as is asserted 
over and over again, the cardinal doctrine of the New Jerusalem 
is love to the Lord and charity to the neighbor, then, as has 
been shown, and by many Swedenborgians confessed, the doc- 
trine taught by the Master has become to such a degree diffused 
or shared by other sects, that "the largest part of the Lord's 
new ehurch on earth is now outside of the organization bearing 
its name." 

Why should any, therefore, be surprised that Swedenborgian- 
ism makes no more progress, that its churches do not multiply, 
that its congregations do not increase, that its efforts at exten- 
sion produce no more signal results ? To say that the doctrines 
of the New Church have leavened Christendom and raised the 
entire level of faith, is simply to assume what should be proved, 
beside being very far from modest. It is more probable that the 
age has overtaken Swedenborg, who anticipated its drift, inter- 
preted its secret, and was for a few years in advance of its 
course. To get the start again is impossible. The New Jerusa- 
lem church ranks among so-called liberal churches, whose future 
is extinction. All churches are fast becoming liberal, and in pro- 
portion as they follow that tendency, as churches they pass away. 
Swedenborgianism went as far as it did, because it was in 
advance of the general movement. It went no further, because 
it could not maintain its lead. Mr. B. F. Barrett has done an 
admirable service in condensing Swedenborg's voluminous writ- 
ings into a series of twelve pretty little volumes. But he will do 
for Swedenborg a better service who shall interpret the writings, 
and show to intelligent minds what contribution of permanent 
value to mankind, religious or philosophical, the Swedish seer 
has made. So far, no disciple in regular standing has done this, 
or has tried to do it outside of a few commonplaces which have 
been exhausted. Some deeper note than White or Wilkinson 
has touched must be struck, or the cause of Swedenborg is lost 
as a cause dear to mankind. The personality of Swedenborg 
himself, as a psychological phenomenon, will always be interest- 
ing and perplexing; his writings will be curiosities for their 
strange, impersonal, uncouth, naive, unexampled combination of 
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dullness beyond description and wisdom beyond estimate; of 
incomparable childishness and transcendent insight, the most 
unreadable, unfathomable books in the world. But his theo- 
logical assumptions — the inspiration of the Word, the divinity 
of Jesus, the permanency of existing ecclesiastical usages — will 
henceforth derive no particular sanction from his name. Nor 
can we think that he would claim any permanent authority for 
his version of them. 

For ourselves, after a fresh and careful revision of the sub- 
ject, we may as well honestly confess that Mr. Henry James is 
the only man who has sunk his shaft into the depths of Sweden- 
berg's mind — the only man who has dug out a secret treasure 
of thought worthy to be kept. He is no " Swedenborgian"of the 
current type, no believer in separate church organization, or in 
any church organization whatever, no disciple of the " master," 
no adherent of the letter, but rather the opponent of all this, 
on the ground of his interpretation of Swedenborg's own writings, 
which, as he holds, his disciples have misconceived, and thereby 
innocently perverted from their original drift. He has studied 
those writings profoundly, acknowledging their dumb, illogical, 
inarticulate, in some respects futile and fatuous, character, but 
impressed by their " calm, translucent depths" of wisdom, and 
finding infinite satisfaction in the " seer's" answer to life's eternal 
questions. He discovered in Swedenborg an astonishing pene- 
tration of thought, suggestions which pierce to the core of truth 
and open worlds of speculation which he himself perhaps failed 
to explore, a system of philosophy outlined and sharply indi- 
cated, which may easily be got at by reading between the lines, 
or following hints, or seizing one or two central ideas, and bring- 
ing others into accord with them. Such ideas are the absolute 
oneness, sufficiency, infinitude of the divine life ; the phenomenal 
character of creation ; the illusory nature of free will ; the non- 
existence of the devil and of hell ; the essential humanity of the 
Christ ; the identification of God with man ; the final realization 
of the religious experience in a perfect democratic society ; the 
supremacy of the female over the male. Starting from either of 
these postulates the consistent reasoner will arrive at the rest, 
and will, at last, come to a resting-place in spiritual monotheism, 
saved from pantheism by the primary doctrine that there is 
such a being as man and that the divine intention toward him 
is redemptive, not formative. 
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It is not claimed here that all this is formulated in Sweden- 
berg's writings. If it were, it could not have been so completely 
overlooked as it has been by his studious and zealous disciples. 
But it is claimed that the germs are there, and must have been 
found but for pre-occupation with certain theological institutes 
which naturally engrossed attention, and will continue to absorb 
the popular mind to the exclusion of philosophical interests for 
many generations to come. Sectarians are seldom philosophical, 
or, from the nature of the case, can be ; and Swedenborgians are 
vulgarly accused of cherishing in an unusual degree the secta- 
rian spirit, the spirit of exclusiveness and formalism, with which 
the philosophy, to say nothing of the faith, of their teacher is 
wholly at war. The "memorial" to which reference has been 
made confesses in its motive, as well as in its phraseology, and 
signally avouches by the history of its reception, the presence 
of this malign temper ; and this memorial was presented, it must 
be remembered, less than two years ago, and roused a discussion 
throughout the body. It is not, in such a state of things, sur- 
prising that the purely philosophical import of Swedenborg's 
writings should, even at this day, be overlooked, and especially 
by those who stand before the public as exponents of his teach- 
ings. For the public, being conventionally " orthodox," imposes 
on them a severe though invisible constraint to be "orthodox," too, 
holds them to the necessity of vindicating the " orthodoxy" of 
their master, and compels them to reject as heresy every idea 
that points in an opposite direction. 

Now if anything is clear, it is that Swedenborg's ideas, 
detached from their local and temporary associations, and fol- 
lowed out to their results, do point in an opposite direction, are 
quite unorthodox, are, in fact, extremely radical, abound in 
suggestions from which religionists instinctively recoil, and 
imply nothing less than a complete revision of theological 
articles in the interest of anti-preternaturalism, or the utter 
abdication of Satan as a prince potenate, or substantial existence 
in the world. The Christian church, of whatever approved 
denomination, rests upon some theory of evil as an independent, 
demonic, self -subsisting dominion, governed by its appropriate 
authorities, and organized against Deity, who, through his 
ministers, keeps up an incessant warfare against it ; the church 
being his visible representative, the ministry his ordained 
champions, the sacraments his appointed "channels of grace," 
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the Bible his revealed communication to mankind. The sects 
differ in the explanation they give of these points, but under 
some form they are held. Not to hold them under any form 
is to discard the Christian peculiarity, and lapse either into 
" naturalism " or " idealism." 

Now, whether he perceived it or not, — that point is not here 
prejudged, — it seems plain that some of Swedenborg's principles, 
if pushed to their ultimate conclusion, cast discredit not only on 
every attempt to organize a new church as distinct from old 
ones, but on all ecclesiastical organizations claiming to embody 
the spiritual, regenerating, creative, divine life. To say that 
"all hereditary evil existing at the present day was not derived 
from the first man, but is such that every one who commits 
actual sin acquires to himself a nature therefrom, whence evil is 
implanted in his children, becomes hereditary, and is thus 
augmented in each succeeding generation," is to say that the 
notion of a " Fall " is mistaken ; that Satan does not exist ; that 
there is no principle of evil, no " law of sin." To say, " The 
Lord's love is the salvation of the whole human race," is to 
abolish the ultimate distinction between sheep and goats. To 
deny that there is any absolute difference between heaven and 
hell, angels and devils, saints and sinners, to affirm the supreme 
selfish delight of hell, is to vacate the articles of current creeds, 
and remove the ministers and altars of every consecrated temple. 
To say, "It is necessary that every individual in the congre- 
gation be a church," — unless such language be taken as contain- 
ing a commonplace, — is to make religion a purely spiritual 
thing. To declare that " as man becomes internal, and instructed 
in internal things, then externals are as nothing to him, for he 
then knows what is sacred — namely: charity, and belief built 
upon charity " ; " external worship is in itself mere idolatry " ; 
"the spiritual church extends over the whole globe, as much 
among those who are without as "among those who are with 
truths of faith," — is to convert the church from a ritual to a 
representative economy, standing for something real, but being 
unreal or shadowy in its own constitution. Swedenborg teaches 
in many passages, and under many forms of words, that the life 
of man in nature is but an appearance, the Lord or divine 
natural man being the sole reality; that human free will is a 
divinely authenticated illusion ; that the individual has no inde- 
pendent status, no selfhood unqualifiedly his own, no inalienable 
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property in his actions. He says : " People who are destitute of 
charity continually contemn and condemn others, save in so far 
as prudence constrains them to put on friendly manners. But 
they who are in charity can scarcely see another's evils ; on the 
contrary, while they note all that is good and true in him, they 
interpret whatsoever is evil and false in a favorable sense. This 
disposition they derive from the Lord, who turns all evil into 
good. The Lord is as far from cursing and being angry with 
men as heaven is far from earth. For who can conceive that 
the omniscient ruler of the universe, who is infinitely above all 
infirmity, should be angry with such poor and wretched dust as 
men are, who scarcely know anything they do, and can do 
nothing of their own motion but what is evil ? There is nothing 
in the Lord disposing him to anger, but only to mercy." 
"Neither angel nor devil," says Swedenborg, "has the least 
inherent power; if they had the least particle, heaven would 
crumble to pieces, hell become a chaos, and with these every man 
would cease to exist." " I once heard a celestial voice saying 
that if a spark of life in man were his own, and not exclusively 
of God in him, heaven could not exist, nor anything belonging 
to heaven; hence no church on earth, and consequently no 
eternal life." Such statements point toward very different con- 
clusions from those contemplated by any church of which history 
gives account or philosophy makes report. 

That Swedenborg's conception of the regenerate condition of 
man — in other words, of the spiritual consummation, or full 
completion of the divine life — is the vision of a perfect human 
society on earth, a reign of charity among all classes of man- 
kind, a pure spiritual democracy, is so plainly intimated, so 
frequently suggested, and follows so closely on his other cardi- 
nal propositions, that to establish it by quotation would be a 
superfluous labor. Such a conclusion must be drawn from his 
primary doctrines of creation, and the divine purpose in regener- 
ating man. The perpetual insistance on charity as the soul of 
faith implies it. " Faith, in the Word, means nothing but love 
and charity." "Love to the Lord cannot possibly exist apart 
from neighborly love. For the Lord's love is love to the whole 
human race, which he desires to save eternally, and to adjoin 
entirely to himself, so as for none of them to perish ; wherefore, 
whosoever has love to the Lord has the Lord's love, and cannot 
help loving his neighbor." "When it is said there is no salvation 
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in any name but that of the Lord, it means no salvation in any 
other doctrine — that is, in no other thing than mutual love, 
which is the true doctrine of faith." Heaven, according to 
Swedenborg, is the "maximus homo," the supreme man. God 
is a man. Christ is human. Such an idea of the perfected state 
is certainly quite unlike anything entertained inside of the 
accepted Christendom. It is peculiar ; in fact, so peculiar as to 
be unintelligible from any position but his own; to understand 
how much it differs from every popular idea, how secular it is, 
yet how noble and clear, how free from gross contaminations of 
animalism and communism, it is necessary to master Sweden- 
borg's primary conceptions and reason outward from that 
center. "Whosoever does so will see how inevitable is this result 
of Swedenborg's teaching, and how significant such a result is as 
bearing on the future of mankind. To contemplate this almost 
takes one's breath away, for it forces one to imagine the entire 
power of the so-called religious world diverted from its present 
employment and devoted to social ends. It implies a heavenly 
exaltation of "worldly" interests, and a corresponding neglect of 
ecclesiastical concerns. It changes the masters into servants, 
and commits every divine instrument to simply mundane uses. 
If the New Church would establish itself on this rock, there 
would be no complaint of its decadence. 

It is not pretended, we urge once more, that Swedenborg 
fully entertained the views outlined above. It seems more 
likely that he did not. His perfect calmness in enunciating 
them ; the absence from his books of anything like enthusiasm 
or afflatus ; the unconsciousness of their revolutionary, or even 
their novel, character ; the possibility of confining them within 
the limits of the conventional theology; their apparent incon- 
sistency with other statements made by him, especially in regard 
to the Word, the Church, and the Future Life, give to them an 
air of simplicity incompatible with the notion of fresh discovery. 
Still, it is quite within the bounds of reason to suppose that the 
seer had visions which he did not altogether comprehend, and 
gave voice to ideas the significance of which he did not fathom. 
He may have prophesied deeper things than he was aware of, 
standing on some Pisgah height and, from far, descrying the 
promised land he was not permitted to explore. At all events, 
there are the declarations. They may mean much or they may 
mean little. If they mean little, their sense is exhausted, taken 



614 THE NORTH AMERICAN REVIEW. 

up, and appropriated by modern "liberal" churches. If they 
mean much, one must go outside of Swedenborgianism for their 
explanation. For, in this case, they contain a system of philoso- 
phy which approaches from a new direction the profoundest 
problems of being — creation, consciousness, freedom. 

In fact, regarded as a philosophy, the thoughts of Swedenborg 
penetrate to the roots of monotheism. Under one form or another 
the question of evil is the tormenting question, the answer where- 
to has hitherto been sought in some theory of dualism which set 
nature over against God and presumed warfare to exist between 
them. The Christian scheme supposes a devil. Dr. Bushnell 
saw a " possibility of evil " in the divine nature. The so-called 
"liberal" sects resort to moral or sentimental considerations, 
sometimes leaving the matter as a mystery of the divine economy, 
sometimes frankly avowing results which lead to sheer natural- 
ism and confound evil with good. Swedenborg, while admitting 
that all life is from the Lord, thus maintaining that there is but 
a single absolute principle in the universe, — while frankly allowing 
that the Lord turns evil into good, thus abolishing evil as a 
thing, — does preserve the substantial facts of consciousness, and 
build upon them a structure in which the intellect can live with- 
out resentment or compromise. This is an honest, sincere, 
humble attempt to satisfy the demands of the rational nature, 
without recourse to theological subtleties. No competent writer, 
so far as we know, except Mr. James, has undertaken to give an 
exposition of this system, and he writes from such a full mind 
that a doubt occasionally arises in regard to his trustworthiness 
as a literal interpreter. But he assumes to be; he gives his 
authorities amply and precisely; he strikes with constant itera- 
tion the master's dominant chords. No one is justified in 
discussing the claims of Swedenborg who has not read his 
remarkable books. 

Neither, we will venture to say, is any one entitled to pass 
judgment on this system of ideas who is not profoundly im- 
pressed with the gravity of the themes under discussion. The 
cool eclectic, the careless quidnunc in the world of letters, the 
knowing adept in the special peculiarities of the " schools," the 
quick-witted critic of other men's ideas, may prudently leave 
Swedenborg alone. Such will not understand him even if they 
can read him. However approached, whether as philosopher, 
scientist, or saint, he must be approached from the center, not 
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from the circumference. The deepest men we have known have 
been his deepest admirers. The persuasion that his noblest day 
is yet to dawn has taken hold of some of our best minds. The 
hopes of those who look for an extension of the Church of the 
New Jerusalem will probably be disappointed, but the anticipa- 
tions of the few who look for a recognition of his merits as a 
philosopher of the infinite may yet be justified. That Sweden- 
borg is a mystery, as insoluble as ever, is simply a confession 
that he was a seer, not a thinker the genesis of whose thought 
maybe traced in some antecedent school. His mental roots have 
not thus far been found. He has been accused of echoing Jacob 
Boehme, but without evidence ; he appeals to no parentage among 
men. This is certainly no proof that his thoughts came from the 
angels, but. neither is it proof that he was a demonic man or a 
fool. Mr. Emerson puts him among the mystics, ranking him 
somewhat incongruously with Socrates, Plotinus, Porphyry, 
Behmen, Bunyan, Fox, Pascal, G-uion ; speaks of him as the most 
remarkable example of the introverted mind that has appeared in 
modern times ; says : " To a right perception, at once broad and 
minute, of the order of nature he added the comprehension of 
the moral laws in their social aspects," and assigns to him a place 
long vacant among the law-givers of mankind. At the same 
time he places him below Behmen, accuses him of believing in 
devils, charges him with circumscribing the divine benignity, 
makes much of his Hebraic limitations, and declines to say where- 
in his peculiarity consists. "With such an opinion it is not strange 
that Mr. Emerson sometimes doubts whether his books will be 
long read, whether his great name will not " turn a sentence." 
If Mr. Emerson's verdict is final, Swedenborg's day is done. But 
if there is yet another word to be said, it may be to the effect 
that the seer has transcended his limitations and opened an 
original path for thought. 

Some think that the transition from the glowing, poetical, 
rhythmical style of the scientific works to the dull, flat, insuggest- 
ive manner of the religious, indicates a failure of mental force, 
and argues a kind of dotage in the amiable, indomitable man. 
But in view of the real intellectual vigor of the religious pro- 
ductions, the brilliant flashes of insight, the astonishing pene- 
tration of single utterances, the reach of ideas beyond the limi- 
tations of time and place, this theory does not commend itself. 
The very dreariness of style complained of may attest a complete 
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absorption in his subject, to the subordination of every personal 
trait, which is already held to be an evidence of concentration 
rather than of diffusion or decay. We rejoice in the existence 
of a Swedenborg Publication Society which so generously and 
laboriously toils at the translation and diffusion of his works, 
and is about producing the great treatise on the brain that com- 
pletes the exhaustive study of the human organization ; but we 
cannot rejoice in the existence of a "New Jerusalem Church" 
which confines the genius of one of the most remarkable men 
who have glorified the annals of mankind, and, in our judgment, 
arrests the thoughts it is instituted to promote. 

O. B. Feothingham. 



